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Take 1 - Paper

Joshua Neustein: People want to watch dancers dance, hear
musicians play, see artists' art, read writers texts. So as the old saying
goes "when writers dance, or artists speak, people go to piss". So how
to tear away from this authoritarian silence. I recall the line from
Avot Yeshurun "We're trying to tell something to each other. Trying
to confess. The frustration enters right away".

Reuven Israel: Joshua, if as you say, no one will want to read what
we put on the written page, then maybe they will find more to read
between the lines... It can be a bit embarrassing to read our own
interviews after a few years. In any case is this an interview? If so,
who is interviewing whom?

JN: You're so careful Reuven, these are not the Oslo agreements.
OK you make a good distinction. This will not to be an interview. It
will be a dance, or a game of cat's cradle.

RI: Or a struggle for one's sanity... Where shall we start?

JN: Maybe we should start with, what George Kubler called "the
point of entry" both personal and artistic. Personally when did
we meet? Was it at the exhibition "Flat" curated by Gilad Meltzer
on Salame Street? I remember encountering the floor piece, big
alternating black and white stripes, very bold. I liked it immediately,
it resonated with images of the street and the sports field and to
art historical issues. I asked Meltzer "Who is this artist? I want to
meet him?"



RI: Yes that was the first time we met. A few months later I was in
New York and you invited me to visit you in your studio. I think
we've been talking about showing together since then.

JN: That's seven years ago. Shit.

RI: About the work you mentioned, it was a piece that I did as a
student in my second year at Bezalel Academy that resurfaced in
that exhibition. I think that in a way I was trying to take abstract
painting and put it on the floor.

JN: I can't recall if the stripes were painted directly on the floor or
if they were applied to a material like linoleum, which you laid on
the floor. There are so many tensions and dependencies between the
marking and the material you marked. How did the stripes meet
the floor? As for painting versus sculpture - this is still a lingering
issue for you, and for me as well. Perhaps that is one the overlaps in
our practices.

RI: It was actually one of my first experiments with MDF and
spray painting. Each stripe is a separate board, it's a bit like shelves
placed on the floor one touching the other. One of the questions I
was asking myself was "what is the minimum height for something
to turn into a sculpture?”

JN: That certainly was what drew me to your work and I felt a
common sensibility. How displacing an object changed its category.
Is an object on the wall a painting and on the floor a sculpture?
This was a rhetorical but fertile question. You and I were like
parenthesis to an era, I the opening parenthesis 40 years ago and
you the closing parenthesis on that era.

RI: It was an exhibition of Minimalist and Post Minimalist Israeli



Art and I always thought of you more of a Conceptual artist.

JN: Gilad Meltzer curated the "Flat" exhibition. He is smart, curious
and courageous, underestimated in the scene. I liked him, but as
curator he was overly concerned with giving the show an historical
category. It makes too much or not enough of a statement to call me
Minimal, Post Minimal, Conceptual. Hard ass Conceptual Art grew
out of Minimal Art. Making indexical images was a crucial aspect
of the practice. It was not like chapters in an art history book or
stations on a bus ride. The title just puts a caption on the production.

RI: You deal a lot with formal questions in your work. If I remember
correctly in that exhibition you showed erased drawings, with all
the erasure rubbings kept inside the frame with the drawing. Also
I recall a torn drawing where the tear made up the composition.

JN: Yeah, in the "Flat" exhibition, that Reductivist lean exhibition -
so rare in Israel - I showed a few works. "7 Strips from One Sheet",
was a 2.5x4 meter sheet of paper sprayed with black acrylic on one
side and left bare white on the other, then torn into striations or
graduated strips that were placed one on top of the other. The second
work was a complicated matriarchal torn colored drawing, that was
an intellectual cul-de-sac. The third work was an erased drawing.
Erased Drawings are part of my repertoire. Erasure does not really
obliterate, it merely fades the graphite markings and makes it look
like something remembered from the past.

The idea of drawing as self-presentation; the act of the drawing
as a self-presenting-act drains it of vitality into a weaker state. It
invites discursive scrims, Mise-en scéne. Drawing and un-drawing
like undressing "the object of your desire".

RI: So if I got you right and the drawing is the presentation of
oneself, then in the act of erasure you strip yourself off from the



drawing to reveal the image?

JN: Yes there is that body aspect, the artist takes his body with him.
In the Erased Drawings, the word "erasure" implies obliteration or
expunging, but in these drawings the particular image comes into
being via erasure, then they have the embedded contradiction with
language. Consequently any magic that can be extruded from them
is "getting it" like aha! These are proximate visions and examples
of ideas worked out decades before me by Wittgenstein.

In olden days painting and sculpture meant the acquisition of
skills and techniques, like how to mix color, make the image or
the object and understanding how to mediate materials. Today,
art is more complicated, any action has a subtext that asks what
is the situation, the sociology, the philosophy behind any intention
or action. A conscious economy of checkpoints, it's like passing
security at airports.

RI: You mentioned magic, as I see it the word magic can refer to
two very different things. The first is shamanistic, believing that
certain people animals or objects posses supernatural powers.

The second is acts of magic which are actually elaborated acts of
deception like a magician's performance. You know that you are
being fooled, you just don't see how. While one hand of the magician
is drawing your attention the other hand is busy doing the trick,
concealed behind his back.

JN: Along these extensions and projection there is the act of
disappearance. Your obsessive working on the image, also disappears
you. But we disappear like Bedouins in order to reappear again
in another place.

RI: Yes we both erase ourselves in different ways from our work,
but you hang on to the action. What is the importance of keeping



all the leftovers from the act of erasing? It looks a bit like a crime
scene with the evidence gathered and kept for further investigation.

JN: That is a neat format. A "crime scene’, yeah, I like that! It is a scene
of voracious activity with the past and future and surroundings
antagonized. Images that offer themselves into one's hands. The
paper/graphite rubber detritus are placed in little glassine bags
and hung on the drawing as a prime product, central to these
drawings. It is evidence of an index... a footprint in the path. The
act of gathering the crumbs left by the erasure, depositing them in a
glassine envelope, much like evidence, attaching them to partially
erased drawings completes an equation. Keeping the leftovers is
what the whole drawing is about. The leftovers are the subject of
the drawing,.

RI: Also in other cases you keep the evidence of the action that
created your drawing as part of the final work itself, like in the case
of the "Polish Forest" series (which is one of my personal favorites).
In the "Polish Forests" the pulp from scraping the paper is left in
the frame, a bit like snowflakes on a windowsill.

JN: Well that adds a function to the frame, right? But why is the
"Polish Forest" one of your favorites? Because it reminds you of
snowflakes on a window sill? Nostalgia for the Galut?

How does Avot Yeshurun put it in his poem "Jaffa by her body
haunts the town of Krasnostav, flayed from her Flesh" "The
birthplace of life is childhood. And these cold days are a goodbye
with a slam of the door... I rose, and took, and walked and left.
I made a town. I demolished Krasnostav. I demolished the town
and I demolished my father."

RI: I first saw them in a catalog you gave me, and immediately liked
them. These were just images of the scraped surface of the white
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papers. Only when I saw them "live" at your exhibition "Drawing
in the Margins" at the Israel Museum did I notice the pulp in the
frames. For example in the drawing titled "Trinity", you took a
horizontal sheet of white cotton paper and using metal brushes
you scraped three wide vertical stripes, the width of the brush, from
top to bottom. Then you collected all the pulp that fell off while
scraping and put it into the frame with the drawing.

I found them interesting not because of the pulp but because they
are tactile in a sculptural way, the drawings happened by you
sculpting into the surface, it's as if you managed to create a relief
by scraping paper.

I also think that in these works you managed to create work that
is conceptual, formal and political at the same time and in a very
convincing way.

JN: (Smile and pause)... There you see we both cross over from 2D
to 3D and vice versa. You work on your surfaces in a pictorial
fashion, more than on the weight and mass of the sculpture. I work
more on movement, process and evidence of performance and I'm
dismissive of my surfaces.

RI: It's true I do work on my sculpture surfaces in a pictorial
fashion. Many times even the shapes themselves are determined
by how I wish them to "take" the coat of paint. In most cases each
color is a separate piece that I later assemble with other parts to
create the final sculptural work.

JN: Wow, that is a surprise and superb. You paint the sculpture
before putting it together. I have so many questions about the process
and the technique. So the process is not carving... juxtapositions,
and the construction is not building a sculpture, but fitting the parts
together that are prefab.



RI: They are fabricated as different parts that are fitted together
many times during the process before individually painted. After
a while I started also doing the opposite; making one piece look as
if it were assembled from many different parts. So if something
looks like it's one piece with a few colors then its probably made of
separate parts put together and if something looks like it is made
of alot of different parts it can really be one piece, or much less pieces
than it seems.

JN: These components preclude any hurried decisions on the
subject. Like the editing film rushes to create a narrative. As you
spend a lot of time together with the object of your labor and get
to know every angle, the experience you induce attaches a physical
identification and distillation, and constructs disparate facets and
akind of cubism. I may return to these ideas again later.

RI: The fact that in many cases my sculptures are assembled from
different parts causes a situation, that in a way, I see the piece for
the first time only when I put all the parts together after painting
them. That moment is very strange to me. I have a very strong sense
of detachment from the thing I was working on for so long. It is new
to me like a stranger that I never really saw before that very moment.

JN: How do you make the sculpture seamless when you combine
the different parts?

RI: Parts do often need to slide one into the other and fit perfectly,
but this sounds more complicated than it actually is. In many ways it
is just like building a chest of drawers, that each drawer needs to fit
into a designated space.

The sculptures are actually not seamless at all, they just appear to
be so at first sight. They also sometimes appear to be straight or
round, plastic or metal and industrially fabricated.
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JN: I don't have Texte zur Kunst statements to hurl your way! But I
know criticality analysis locates itself in a recognizable way. Rather
than braid self-congratulations. Good analysis creates terminology
that is both curious, specific and contextualizes the sculpture. Your
sculptures are "desiring machines" if we are to use a Deleuzian
term. And the time you spend on them, or more precisely with
them, generates a delirium which in time becomes automatism.
The experience of making your sculpture is what psychiatry calls
"a fixation".

RI: OK, I might accept that there is a level of "a fixation" in the process
I go through, what about you? Is your work just a result of analytic
thought? What keeps you going back to paper time after time and
for so many years? What is your infatuation with investigating
possibilities in paper? You even had your first museum retrospective
at the Tel Aviv museum around the topic of paper.

JN: I have a passion for a material but not obsession for completing
a particular piece.

The most exciting life experience that relates to my drawings and
"Torn Paper" works was the time I spent in a paper mill and learned
how paper is fabricated. I visited the paper mill in Hadera about
40 years ago. It was amazing. I saw how paper happens. One of the
greatest impacts on my life. To look at paper from the bottom up was
a paradigm shift in my own art making. Although my practice had
started ten years before the theory caught up in the industrial mill.
The paper making machine was a kilometer long and two stories
high. Three kinds of fibers were used to fabricate different kinds
of paper. Pulp from deciduous woods like Birch and Eucalyptus
makes softer, weaker paper, newsprint, tissues. Conifers like pine,
cedars, firs, and cypresses make stronger paper, and the third
source, the one that artists use, is fine papers from cloth... But my
interest was in the industrial aspect.



Tons of wood chips are fed through rotating disks and get ground,
then bathed in water and acid in huge vats, to be mashed into a sludge;
further down the journey of hundreds of meters, the sludge becomes
akind of puree, called pulp, which is cooked and bleached, then heat
dried in vast conveyer belt pools, or heating hangars. When the pulp
is dry it resembles my scraped "Polish Forest" pulp, like snow.

Pulp preparation was equally monumental, like mechanizing a
volcano. It involved Disintegration. Deflaking. Refining. Mixing of
different additives. All this happened on giant conveyor belts as big
as highways. The pulp was led through drums and baths in huge
pools. It looked like the creation of the world, the foundation of a
new aesthetic.

RI: That sounds amazing. It's a completely different way of seeing
paper, you are really aware of paper being made from other things.
For most people paper is the material itself. Of course we know
that trees are cut down to manufacture paper, but when we use
paper we don't think of that or of the complex process that it goes
through on the way to become paper.

You are really using paper to explore the boundaries of what drawing
is. In your "Carbon Copy Drawing" you use paper to sculpt, by
poking tearing and cutting into paper to create the drawings. In this
case it's layers of paper one on the other. Like in the work "Inclined
Carbon Tip" you cut through layers of different papers to get to an
image. What causes the different colors in this work? How does the
pink tip happen? I thought that carbon paper is black or gray.

JN: No, I never think of my drawings as sculpture. Drawing is a
completely contemporary idea. Sculpture is a different mindset. My
drawings do not deal with sculptural problems nor do they come up
with sculptural solutions. The carbon copy drawings always operate
within a given drawing definition. What do I mean by the given
drawing definition? I mean an elastic a priori understanding of
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the word drawing. The Wikipedia offers the definition: "Drawing
is often exploratory, with considerable emphasis on observation,
problem solving. Drawing is also regularly used in preparation for
a painting.” That is its most degraded definition. Drawings are also
called Studies, Drawings in the Expanded Field definition escape
paper and line and bodies forth a mass. There are striated masses
and dense masses. The "Carbon Drawings" are striated masses.
Onion skin is a thin, light-weight, translucent paper. It was used
before Xerox to duplicate documents. For typing duplicates on a
typewriter, for archiving, where low bulk was important, or for
postal correspondence. The onion skin papers were typically white,
pink or canary yellow colored. The Carbon sheet Letter size is grease
black, soot and oil, on one side, and a marbleized grey on the other
side. The patterns of the marbleized grey vary from time to time and
from brand to brand. Once I gather my several sets of copy papers
I do not add or throw away any part in the process of making the
drawing; i.e. the copy papers were fabricated with one sheet of
carbon and one sheet of onion skin paper attached to it. Like, two
sheets attached by an ochre tissue strip.

RI: These carbon papers were used in a way as means to create
a backup for information. In the work you make us look at their
qualities as a thing and not at their use as a tool. What information
are they trying to save?

JN: The "Carbon Copy" materials are readymades or found objects
in the Duchampian tradition. I don't choose the size or color format,
so they are "enhanced readymades". The tactics I apply is to scrape,
cut, tear, fold, roll, gouge. To make a form which relates to either a
project that I am involved with or a comment on art history.

RI: Did you start working with carbon copy paper when they were
still in use for practical reasons or only after they lost their



usefulness and computers started to document, save and duplicate
archival information?

JN: I started when Xerox was just coming in and I could imagine
this carbon copy technology being made redundant...

RI: So in a way you use them to backup or preserve the information
of their own selves.

JN: I guess that is true...

RI: There is something different in your works that are on plastic
sheets. They are actually the leftovers from a previous action. The
results of spray-painting - since removed - objects. But in these
cases the evidence is presented as an independent piece and is
not presented as one with the work that it was used as part of its
process. Like in the large-scale work, "Big Little Doll House", that
was hanging at the entrance to your show "Boss" at Untitled NY
gallery a year ago. Its colors seem identical to some of the colors of
the other works that were in the show.

JN: My dealers Joel and Carol chose that drop cloth from many
other drop cloths. They may have had in mind the color resonance
to the other works.

RI: Was the drop cloth (plastic sheet) on show at Untitled NY created
by doubling as a work in progress and as protective means to the
studios floor while painting other works for the show?

JN: That would have been a great idea but it's not how the show was
put together. I wish I had done that... Hmm I will do that in my
next show... hahaha.
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RI: But still do you have a planned strategy or you just like the way
these plastic sheets looked after using them for practical reasons?
How much in these works is planned in advance and how much
is left to chance?

JN: When I make a new piece, and I suspect this is true of your
work, or Mairovich, Pollock, de Kooning or Kupferman, the first
gesture might be spontaneous, the second brush stroke is already a
hostage to taste, history and design.

I like the drop cloths because of the fact of their previous use and
their memory of what went on in the studio, not merely because
of the way they look. Here again they are "enhanced readymades".
Do you know the favorite word of Derrida "aporia"? It means an
irresolvable internal contradiction or logical disjunction in a text,
argument, theory or for that matter art and particularly style.
"Aporia" is a figure of speech in which the speaker is in doubt about
the question. An insoluble contradiction between the text and the
visual plastic image situation.

RI: I went recently to a concert that combined recordings by Chris
Watson. The first part was sitting in the dark listening to a recording
he made of the jungle floor in Borneo.

It was amazing to hear how different sounds repeated themselves in
a constant rhythm while others came in once in a while, it sounded
as if someone orchestrated the whistles, shrieks, cries, calls and
thuds. One really got a sense of the place; it was as if one heard the
dampness and the smell of the jungle.

I think that in a way, these drop cloths are recordings of your studio,
only that in your case you also created the environment you are
recording in, it's your own invented jungle.

JN: It's strange you started by finding an internal contradiction in
the work of drop cloths and in fact you came upon the consequences



of an artistic practice. It's a collaboration. You think this invites a
crisis but it is exactly opposite, it's what redeems the art. It's what
hunts it down... it's an enactment of saving the remnant.

RI: It's very postmodern, showing the neglected leftover aspects
of the works personal history. Giving the so called insignificant
aspects of the studio practice visual and ethical importance, like the
rub-outs from a drawing or the plastic sheet that is spread on the
floor to protect it from residues of paint.

JN: Then it's not formalist as you characterized my work previously?
I have no prejudice for or against formalism.

RI: I don't think you are a formalist. I just think that in some cases
you ask formal questions in your work like what is a drawing? What
creates an image? etc. I think that you are much more poetic with
materials and diverse in practice to be a true cold blooded formalist.

JN: I used increasingly more of the studio props and leftovers
because they seemed to be more vital, interesting and alive, than the
intended finished work. Furthermore it seemed like an analogy to
Brancusi (and Aroch) in absorbing the pedestals into the sculptures.
The pedestals that were initially not part of the sculptor's intentions.
They were his work tables. As the current art practice became more
conscious of every move and characterized it as a strategy, a kinship
developed en abyme as in a filiation between a child and a child’s
parent.

RI: In the case of the plastic (polyethylene) sheet drawings like
"Big Little Doll House". I think you took your strategy a bit further.
You are not displaying (attaching as with the crumbs and rubbings)
the remnants of the action as part of the final work. You are displaying
the "pedestal” (using your analogy to Brancusi) on its own. You
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are choosing an element that was in close touch with the creation
of other works in your studio and displaying it as if it were a relic,
that the image on it was created miraculously. The most obvious
link is to the "Shroud of Turin".

JN: I am surprised and extremely honored by your reference. You
turn to a religious relic as a model or reference. "The Shroud of
Turin" is a curated relic that has become a shrine. I am inclined to
respond with an Iconoclastic reflex to sacred images and metaphors.
Reliquaries are produced in an attempt to supplement tangible
supports to spiritual events, experiences or inclinations. Other
definitions are possible.

RI: I'm sorry but your explanation just strengthens my argument.
You say that Reliquaries are a supplement to spiritual events. What
are these drawings if not a supplements to the act of "doing" other
works of art?

JN: ...(smile) hmmm..

RI: I'm not implying that you attribute to your work any form
of sacredness or spiritualism God forbid. But I do think that the
way the images are imprinted on the plastic sheets is similar in
logic to Christ's image on the shroud. In the case of the shroud the
image happened from the contact of the body with the cloth that
"miraculously” absorbed the negative image of his features. In the
case of your drawings the image almost creates itself "miraculously”
by the plastic absorbing the contours of other works of art.

JN: I will be trivial at this moment. Although I object to your
example I am at the same time spectacularly complimented by it:
I appreciate your intent on giving an example of the method by
which the imprint of the shroud occurred, but the overwhelming



meaning of the Turin relic is religious, miraculous and votive...
Yes, you are right that the method of imprint and the intent of the
markings are the side effects so to speak. My polyethylenes are the
opposite of precious objects they are opposite of cherished relic.
The drop cloths (plastic sheets as you call them) are not sacred but
profane, detritus, they exist happily in emotional neglect under the
rubric of throw away material - as opposed to the dazzling image of
grace.

RI: I get your point, the nature of your work is to self questioning
and not taking too seriously its own pathos, to be accused of a
religious symbiosis.

In your show at the Israel museum you had a piece, "Aluminum
Sweep" that resembled the plastic sheet drawings but was painted
on a aluminum sheet. This piece was displayed mostly spread out
on the floor with part of it leaning and climbing up on the wall.
This piece is obviously not a relic from the studio, but a work made
intentionally using the same aesthetics, only this time done with
complete intention and planning.

JN: My daughter Andrea described the "Aluminum Sweep" most
concisely and poetically. Her own words and voice were used for an
audio guide at the exhibition. "In recent years, Neustein has
developed a kind of economy in his drawing process, allowing
studio detritus to emerge as the artwork itself. In "Aluminum
Sweeps" (2012), Neustein lays out sheets of aluminum, Kraft paper
covered Plexiglas, and polyurethane nylons that function as drop
cloth that have been used to protect vast swaths of studio floor from
diffused black acrylic paint that the artist uses to created marbleized
paper. The result, a conglomeration of crisply delineated exposed
metal rectangles delineated with crisp, black spray-painted haloes.
A single drawing that glances at other drawings through its slyly
retrospective function, the work is at once organic in its procedural
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origins, and crisply synthetic in feeling."

RI: Oh so I got it wrong, it is like the plastic ones - it was created
serving also a functional use in the studio. It too is a relic in a way.

JN: No, you do not have it wrong, one does not erase the other. I
think the bridge between your view and hers is the term she uses
"slyly retrospective function".

RI: I think that these are nonchalant works and one of the great
things about them is that although I have seen similar patterns
on studio floors occur as a result of work, both in my studio as
well as in many other artists' studios, the studio markings are still
surprisingly fresh in their appearance and materiality once you
detach them from their environment and hang them in a gallery.
They look so cool, cutting edge.

JN: I love studio detritus. It's as if Virgil took me to the most
secret and sacred places where art is made. On the dark side of art
making - whenever I went to see shows, even of artists that I liked,
I found the shows weaker than their work studio... and some shows
downright dead in the museum or gallery. As if museums placed
second frames third frames and additional display boxes, around
the display boxes, sort of quarantined the art.

RI: That brings me to a another point and please take it as a
compliment. Your work sometimes (like your show "Boss" did), looks
so experimental and innovative in some aspects that if I would
have been told that someone half your age was the artist, I wouldn't
have been surprised.

JN: It was exactly the issue we treated above that played at the
Untitled NY Gallery show "Boss". Art displayed becomes tired so



quickly, then ill and dies. It becomes an exquisite corpse. I deployed
the objects in the "Boss" show and hoped they would be created
and recreated and overlap... and the ladders that I retained and
left standing in the show would be part of the show although they
were there initially only for functional purpose, to install the show.
If T could, I would include the installer and the carpenters and
the people who paint the walls between shows...

RI: Neustein, I referred to you earlier as a Conceptual artist, I did
so because you have a theoretical economy in your work that
evolves as your work evolves. The theory becomes more elaborate
and sometimes dictates the labor. In your early work you spoke of
removal and replacement, like in the "Removal Strategies" drawings.

JN: Yes, it became like an algorithm."Removal Strategies" were
small lead stick drawings. I made random scribbles then shifted a
part of paper to another part of the rectangle or set up two layers of
paper and made one drawing, sort of topographic. It's drawings that
invite the maker and the viewer to commit to a logic of a system.

RI: Then your focus shifted to "subject and predicate”. Were you
translating visual art into language grammar?

JN: It was not a move away from the previous strategy, it was an
elaboration. We are covering 40 years of work in a few sentences;
whereas if we talk about one work for three pages and examine
from multiple perspectives how and why it is made it seems so much
more substantial. Well anyway, the Subject/Predicate exchange was
a critical component for my work. It introduced delay, multiplication
and concept. It was mapping out and naming visual territories. This
is where my work irretrievably bonded to language and a grammar.
It's what Robert Pincus-Witten named Epistemic Abstraction.
Concepts have no aspects of mimicry, they are merely markers on
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a path.
RI: At that time were other artists pursuing these discoveries?

JN: Yes there was a rush of mapping out and claiming territories;
like in the era of colonial exploration in the New World. It was
being done, in several places at different times.

RI: Then you spoke of "recycling both materials and technologies",
a kind of archeology. After that, your thinking moved to "mise-
en-abyme" perhaps the most difficult application of your tactics
to understand.

JN: The simplest definition of mise-en-abyme is collage i.e.
embedding an image from another place to this place. But I do not
make collages. A profound definition of mise-en-abyme states: "The
question is no longer what there is to see behind the image, nor
how we can see the image itself - it's how we can find a way into
it, how we can slip in, because each image now slips across other
images" (Deleuze). Environment becomes ambiance and the image
nested within itself.



Take 2 - Weight

JN: Is this your first drawing show?

RI: I'm not sure that drawing is the right name for them, I think
maybe watercolors is more correct. But anyway I have shown them
before, but not as often as the sculptural work and rarely alone.

JN: Yes watercolors is more specific, but for our purposes let's
separate the works on paper from the works in wood. How do you
connect the works on paper to the sculptures? No, don't answer
that. Let me see if I can figure this out myself and perhaps give
you another perspective on your own work.

RI: OK go for it.

JN: "Non ho Fatto Niente (I Did Nothing)", a sculpture made from
MDF with a high finish fetish surface, and "These Are Not
Aeroplanes” which is watercolor on paper are two works in different
mediums that reach out toward each other or are trying to give the
appearance to the public eye that they make a segue.

RI: "These Are Not Aeroplanes" was an effort to figure out in two
dimensions the movement I had planned for the sculpture before I
build it. I was trying to create a swirl on the paper that will create
the same feeling as when the sculpture actually spins.

JN: But the motivation is more sinister. And if it's not motivated
but intuitive so then it is even more coercive.
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RI: I'm not sure I understand you, why do you think it sinister?

JN: On the surface you are contextualizing the two works. You are
forcing a connection.

RI: I am not forcing a connection, the connection is there. In the
drawing I explored the movement I wished the sculpture to have.
Once I started working on the sculpture itself it was inevitable that
it would be influenced and connected to the drawing of it.

JN: Interestingly the watercolor seems larger scale than the
sculpture. Is it?

RI: In many cases this is true, the watercolors grew at some point
to be these large scale papers. I was trying to give the feeling of a
movie screen with an event on it, almost like someone pushed a
pause button. Another reason for this was to try and engulf the
body with this dark, outer space like, background.

JN: In the watercolor "Early One Morning", and the same is true
of the watercolor titled "The Last Frontier", you render images of
your sculptures.

RI: Yes...

JN: You render the images in small figurines over and over again
on the page so it looks like inventory. The sheet enacts a "scientific"
display, or a warehouse, the items are like stock. But the dark
background and the title insinuates a metaphor for a stockpile that
you amass, the way countries amass missile provisions.

RI: One of my first inspirations when I started doing these
watercolors came from a 24 hour open supermarket chain in Tel



Aviv called AM:PM. They had these huge posters covering their
windows with pictures of produce, one next to another in rows -
a banana next to a yogurt next to an apple etc. I found that very
amusing and I even called one of my early watercolors AM.PM.

JN: In your watercolor titled "Last Judgment" you render in a
believable perspective about 130 items that are lined up in rows
and columns... Except, they are not in a grid, they are displayed
as if in a vitrine or a natural museum archive. The items seem
like screws, bushings, steel tubes rings, washers, nuts bolts. They
are categorized like in storage. On first encounter it looks like an
inventory from Ace Hardware or Home Depot. It insinuates, as a
record to your body and performance. Then the items serve as
a fantasy narrative, a fantasy property, a regime, in a boundless
mental space.

The watercolor insinuates a classical painting "The Last Supper"
or "The Feast of Cana", perhaps another painting that enacts a
biblical scene.

RI: You are actually not so far from the truth. The composition is
taken from an early Renaissance painting of "The Last Judgment"
by Buonamico Buffalmacco. I used the multiple circles of the haloes
in the original painting as a starting point. I'm working right
now on a watercolor that should be its continuation. On the wall
perpendicular to the "The Last Judgment" Buffalmacco painted a
gruesome scene of hell. I'm basing the composition on this painting
but in my version there are only torn up colorful paper chains
drawn on the paper. I'm calling it "Hell (after the party)".

JN: Would you like to exhibit sculptures on a dark background?
Like a black box of a gallery? Would a theatrical presentation with
spotlights create more intimacy or the anticipation of endless
inarticulate space?
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RI: It's true that the dark backgrounds in the drawings are in
order to create a space in which the objects can exist. But no, I
don't believe in transporting the atmosphere from the drawings
into an installation in actual space in such a direct manner. If I
want the sculptures to have characteristics from the drawings they
have to have them within themselves, without needing a theatrical
environment to bring out these features. These objects strive to be
flawless, I like to exhibit them well lit, confident that they have
nothing to hide, nothing to be ashamed of.

JN: You did the "Superpartners" show at the Tel Aviv Museum with
the painter Shai Azoulay. One of the pieces you showed was "Babi".
A box-like shape that has a movable section. A thick frame or
doorway-like part and an internal rectangular "door" that can
swivel inside the frame if pushed. The internal door has a molding
protruding in its center. It has a superb lacquer surface, a finish
fetish, like much of your sculptural work. Does the high gloss
finish come from car culture? I don't think so.

RI: "Babi" was painted in different layers of pearl tints that make it
seem to change color according to the way light falls on it.

JN: In your case the high gloss surface insinuates that it should
not be touched or approached? "Noli me Tangere". You actually
titled one of your earlier sculptures "P.D.T. (Please Don't Touch)",
so here we have the institutional attitude toward painting, drawing.
But sculpture flirts with tactile senses.

RI: T used regular household enamel paints in the beginning;
these paints seemed dry, but weren't really for a long time. So often,
if people touched them they left fingerprints embedded into the
surface of the paint. This used to freak me out. "P.D.T. (Please Don't
Touch)" is from that period. After a while I started working with



more industrial and sophisticated paints to solve that problem.
About the name, traditionally a name should give some kind of
explanation to the work of art, in this case I liked the fact that the
sculpture itself is very self-absorbed and non-revealing, and the
name instead of explaining just holds you back. You are also not
sure if it's a name or an instruction.

JN: Your sculptural surfaces give themselves as a power of
semblance. It passes to a region of objectivity. But I suspect that
the motive force is a labor intensive repetitive action that is self-
hypnotic. For a dyslectic person this must be addictive and magical
to work the surfaces hours on end. The surfaces are more an
artificial image than a natural image.

RI: I guess the repetitive labor is more related to my OCD than the
fact that I'm dyslectic, and yes, when I started doing these kind of
works, there was a level of self-hypnotic action that helped me heal
from a mental trauma. I liked the fact that I disappeared in a way
more and more from the object the longer I worked on it. The idea
of working on something manually, that the more you work on, the
more the traces of your hand vanish.

JN: "Babi" looks like a plump doorway or frame with a swiveling
rectangular element. Would you say it is rotating? Revolving?
Turning?

RI: Sculptural works, especially seductive tactile ones, invite,
whether I want it or not, physical inquiry from the viewer, that
often leads to abuse. At one point I had enough of this abused and
I wanted the pieces to respond if touched or poked. This lead to
sculptures that can be turned or have rotating elements in them,
parts that can be opened and closed and buttons that can be pushed.
In the case of "Babi" there is an inside revolving panel.
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JN: So the sculpture responds to the touch. It takes on a role of
submission. Does "Babi" have a toy-like quality? The title or name
of the piece seems child-like. If so is there a perversion when an
old man plays with toys? I myself have been accused of that as well.

RI: I think that when a grownup person encounters an object that
can't be categorize immediately, s/he goes back in a way to a juvenile
or even infantile state, of physically inquiring what that thing can
do and from that s/he tries to understand what it is. I think that
at times, I encourage or provoke that behavior with my sculptural
works.

JN: So you welcome the invasion? To submit to the abuse? Is touch
equal to abuse? Is this a reversion to some kind of sexual economy?
In this case is touch an harassment?

RI: Maybe... actually you can never predict the way people behave
in a gallery or a museum. Some respond to the work with gentle
almost sexual caressing, other people tap on them with their fingers
to try and make out by the sound of the tap the material it's made
of, I even saw people use their legs and kick them to check if they
move. So you can really never know how and with how much force
people touch and that's why I think the word abuse is appropriate.

JN: You missed my meaning. Or perhaps I was too vague, or you
were guessing what I meant without reading the whole sentence.
By "sexual economy" I was not wondering about the viewers/pubic
mindset but your own state of mind. Abuse followed by repetitive
actions of buffing the surface.

RI: Wait, now you just jumped from the viewer to me. We were
discussing the viewer regarding abuse not me. When I sand, polish,
buff, or whatever I do while creating the piece it is completely



different than someone touching it once it's finished. I can't abuse
the piece while working on it, there isn't something autonomous
enough to abuse. It's more like playing with yourself. Don't you
separate between your relationship to your work and that of a
person that encounters it for the first time?

JN: No, I don't separate between the other observer and myself.
As you said yourself while you are working on the piece it has not
achieved autonomy. But when it is finished it becomes autonomous
and then you yourself see it for the first time as an autonomous
sculpture, with no more privilege than any other viewer. So your
distinction is the relationship to the sculpture before it is finished
and after it is finished. I might even go as far as to say that I am an
observer while the piece is coming into its own.

RI: There is a difference between drawing/painting and my method
of building objects. In drawing and painting, the relationship
between the physical act of making a mark and its perception in the
eyes of the marker is immediate. There is a constant relationship
between the hand that marks, the markings, the eye that perceives
the marking and the brain that directs the hand to do the following
mark. I can't observe every action while I'm working on a piece,
many of the stages are in the micro without the shape changing.
Other stages in the work demand a fast and rapid execution with
no room for introducing changes in the middle, so if the eye is not
pleased with the result I need to go a few steps back and do it all
over again. So no, I don't see myself equal to an innocent person that
stumbles upon the sculptures in a gallery or museum.

JN: Whereas, your sculptures are a mirror between the viewer
and the shape they describe, as you said, with hardly a trace left
of the human hand. In the watercolors the human hand is present
and seductive. But in a different way. Not by way of perfection and
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power but by way of heartfelt humanity, vulnerability, access.
Almost a naive hand that enacts an ironic intention. And although
it draws mechanical objects it does so with a lyric brush, dissolved
in pigment. The dark background seems like a field and the painted
tools, carpentry and architectural elements float on the field or
in it. The watercolors (it keeps insisting in my mind that they are
drawings) are so human, literal, vulnerable, dangling and recall new
figuration of the early 80's. They are intentionally clumsy and inept
in a seductive way. Not the drawings of the natural born sculptor
that you are... these liquid drawings are the hand of a painter that
transcribes figurative conditions. The sculptures are non-objective
shapes, the watercolors are representations.

RI: You asked me before about my artistic "point of entry", it was
as a painter. Towards the end of my teenage period I taught myself
how to work oil paints and painted figurative paintings. Somewhere
during my studies I had a crisis and very romantically swore
never to paint again. I felt that painting was very limited and that
sculpture offered much more freedom and complex relationships
to the world of things. Sculptures can exist as autonomous entities
by themselves, without the need to resemble anything specific. But
what you throw out the window comes back through the front door
the minute you open it to walk your dog. The sculptures used to
take so much time and effort that I had to get ideas out of my system
in a faster manner. I started drawing a lot, exploring shapes and
forms before executing them as actual sculptures. The drawings
evolved into watercolors and at some point I covered the surfaces
with dark washes before drawing on them. So the things I drew will
be surrounded by a space of their own.

JN: But there is a tradeoff going on here, a transaction between the
sculptures as abstract objects and the watercolors as figurative,
dredging representations. The two practices that I previously called



sinister have a Faustian compact.

The watercolors engage in an elaborate vaulting mythology,
inculcated by contingent, restless paint handling - the other side of
your natural gifts. Here there is less obsessiveness, less labor and
more bits and pieces, snatches of motifs, all redeemed by the
seriousness of purpose.

How polar opposite the sculptures and the watercolors, how
opposite their method of making, how wide the gap between the
needs they satisfy. The drawings testify to pentup anxiety. Romantic
fragility, doubt, versus glacial objects, built up with slow almost
static authority, muscular with self-assertion.

RI: Maybe the right way to look at the object rendered in the
watercolor is as notes, notes toward sculptures. The notes grew in
time to "short stories" perhaps "novels". I hope that the poetic aspect
that you recognize in the drawings exists in the core of the sculptural
objects, even if buried under hours of labor and coats of paint.

JN: The figuration here is attached to some plan but I don't see
them as preparation drawings. But they are drawings of screws and
bolts and drawings of virtual sculptures, objects to be, in real form.
The drawings are not abstract self-reflexive forms, in one way or
another they communicate real weight gravity and rendering.
May I say illustration without offending you? The drawings ignite
recognition of objects/tools in the real world. The representational
forms have attributes, are obedient to perspective and to angle.

RI: The perspective is naive, the lines don't really lead to one
vanishing point. The so called perspective is just to give a strong
feeling of three dimensional objects. It's each drawn object to itself.
Regarding the sense of weight that you mentioned, the elements
don't obey gravity, they float in the dark background. I like to
present the drawn object as if suspended in mid air, like in the
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cartoons or like in the movie "The Matrix". Towards the end when
Neo holds out his hand and the bullets fired at him just freeze in
their flight, he picks one bullet out and all the rest fall to the ground.
When I started these drawings I wanted to adopt the mindset of a
3D modeling software, to manage to describe imagined objects
from all angles and sides, to be able to portray their movement and
different parts.

JN: I sense that you address the idiom of the pictorial in the
"real world". T also sense that your sculptures are actually three
dimensional paintings that you put together after you have painted
them into disappearance. The insight of painting as object has the
ricocheting option of sculptural object as painting... I don't know
if it is productive to speculate whether you want paintings to be
sculptures or sculptures to be paintings. I sense that they exist in
the same space. Not as hybrids, that would defeat your labor and
your contribution to meaning of either painting or sculpture.

RI: If a piece of art depicts let's say ice cream or cake it doesn't turn
it into something edible. If sculptures deal with pictorial issues that
doesn't turn them into paintings and the vice-versa is just as true.

JN: Your reductivist objects demand larger scale space and
architectural en abyme and its impact on abstraction. On the other
hand the myth oriented, rudimentary, intimate or should I say close-
up watercolors signaled another consciousness from the lacquered
self-contained forms. Can you talk about that?

RI: I can't separate the two into different mindsets. I understand
that you think they seem very different. The hand that is erased from
the sculptures is very present in the drawings. I want to believe that
in the sculptures the hand resonates through the finish, that they
look and feel different from laser-cut, CNC, cast or printed objects.



They hold two very different sets of qualities, their "sensual qualities”
that relate to assembly line produced ready-mades from metal plastic
or even porcelain. And their "real qualities”: wood, glue, paint and
manual labor.

JN: To my mind, since they are in fact handmade, then the "look"
is secondary. Their narrative is that they are handmade even if they
seem mechanized as Andy Warhol said "I want to be a machine", it
over layers reality. Even if you can't separate the two practices into
two different psychological mindsets. In your watercolors you
are neither OCD nor dyslexic.

RI: Sorry to disappoint you there, but my watercolors are much more
laborious, repetitive, technical and time consuming than what you
think of them. I first cover the paper with a dark wash and leave it
to dry, then I draw the outlines of the shapes with a pencil. Then I
paint the shape with color washes "filling in the lines" and let that
dry as well, the last step is painting with multiple layers of white in
different transparencies. The white color sucks up some of the
colorful under-painting. That way I manage to make the painted
elements glow with color, not painted in color.

JN: You seem very committed to your practice. Do you ever
wonder about the distance between you and the general discourse
that deals with collective narratives, globalization, accelerating
interconnectivity, digital production, critical theory, relational
aesthetics, Algorithmic art, electronic art, Meta Modernism, video,
performance?

RI: Yes, I do wonder... and I feel that in my practice I do deal with
at least six of the issues that you mentioned...

JN: Do you feel a kinship to any other sculptor or painter? From
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modernism or from the Easter Island totems?

RI: T feel that in art there are shifts back and forth between
emphasizing objects to emphasizing images. Into this "power
struggle" a third player was introduced - emphasizing experience.
After a long period dominated by images there is a shift towards
objects and experience. I feel kinship to other artists that deal first of
all with objects, if it's you dealing with paper as an object or if it's a
"Long Ear" erecting a Moai on a remote island hundreds of years ago.

JN: What is a "Long Ear"?

RI: The "Long Ears" were the tribe of sculptors on Easter Island
that were responsible for the giant heads (Moai). At some point the
second tribe on the island, the "Short Ears", wiped them all out
(except for one survivor). They also vandalized and pulled down
all of the statues. There is an amazing book called "Ako-Ako" by
Thor Heyerdahl that lead the first archaeological expedition to
Easter Island, I think it's a must read book for sculptors.

JN: What about artists from less remote places and that are more
invested in the now?

RI: To name a few sculptors: Al Taylor, Richard Artschwager,
Martin Puryear, Franz West, Nahum Tevet, Eitan Ben-Moshe and
the "Ellipsoids and Hyperbolos" of Isa Genzken.

JN: Franz West was a great artist that recently died, rather young. I can
appreciate your liking him. He made colorful painterly sculptures.

RI: I love many things about Franz West's work, the "dumbness" of
his objects, the "usable" sculptures that he made, and his relationship
through objects to performance.



JN: I feel I need to ping pong to your mental circumstances with
my own, spiritual stutter or hiccup. I constantly fluctuate between
Hebrew and English, working in the studio... to leave or to accept
something to be desired. Images that fold into words but emanate
from non-verbalized awareness and vacillation. Language plays an
enhanced role in the process of my work or when I make love. There
are words in Hebrew that are so dear to me and there is no equivalent
in English even though English has probably a seven or eight times
larger vocabulary.

I am sorry that Hebrew does not have a profound word for drawing.
In English there is to draw and illustrate, render, sketch, chart,
draft... But the Hebrew word "rishum" is an insufficient word for the
practice. It's so thin, on the surface, like impression and posing.

RI: Well actually the word "rishum" is used also for "writing down",
like writing down a number, or a list of something, or writing down
a conversation. I guess that historically, Jewish culture is more
inclined to put things on paper in the form of words, rather than
of images, so much so that drawing never got a word of its own.

JN: Is that a Judaic flaw or an etymological linguistic inclination?
Perhaps it's Semitic rather than specifically handicapped in
Hebrew? Judaism came much later than Hebrew. Besides, a lot of
art terminology has developed in the last 90 years. Of course not
the word drawing... that goes waaaay back. But that is specifically
articulate in the English language and not available in Italian or
French. In fact in German "zeichnen" or "zeichnung" is close to the
Hebrew word which is etymologically "to mark". As far as I know the
German language does not have other words for drawing, but in
Hebrew there is time to invent new words, it's an old/new language.

RI: I'm guessing that the first use of the word "lirshom" in Hebrew
was "to make a record" and then that was adapted to making a record
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either in letters or in numbers and in images. Even a tape recorder in
Hebrew is called "rasham-kol". I think that, in this way, the Hebrew
word fits your work perfectly, you use drawing as a means to record
information on your papers, plastic sheets, information folded into
glassine envelopes, added into frames and left leaning on gallery
walls. Let me phrase this better, in your work you deal with the
possibilities of recording and erasing information.

JN: In English "to draw" can be used like "to draw water from a
well", or "draw blood from a stone", draw a gun from beneath the
counter; to draw out a fat wallet; to draw enemy fire; drawing on a
bank account. So the subtext of draw is to pull out something from
something else, to retrieve, to drag, to deduce a thought. In fact, I
wanted my Israel Museum show to be called "Drawing and Deposits"
but it was shot down by the museum deciders.

RI: I like that, it's a good name. It can be read as turning drawings
into concrete things - into objects and not just as means for
something else.

JN: Also the title that you proposed for our show at Braverman
Gallery, is involved with wordplay. Paper Weight, Paperweight as in
crossing the border from paper to an issue of sculpture... hmmmm.

RI: If we are using names to play games maybe we should give a
name to the publication of the conversation, a faux name of a
publisher. What about Paperweight Press?

JN: Greatidea... an invented Publisher... Paperweight Press is not bad
at all. But let's dwell more on the name... If we own the Publishing
name and we pay out of pocket the cost of printing. What about
Soul Grinding Publishing fnw1 nxx1i
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Take 3 - I didn't expect the Spanish Inquisition

JN: I just saw some photos of you on the web. You are very
photogenic. You look like an apostle. These are from 3 years ago...
and suddenly it came to me that the apostle seems to be painted by
a Spanish artist from the 17th Century, maybe by Jose de Ribera
..hmmmm no you are not that rugged looking, more like by
Bartoleme Esteban de Murillo. The seduction of the self. All the
energy that you gather from yourself is bestowed upon the myth
of martyrdom.

RI: I like that every compliment you give is laced with some
venom... Murillo, is how would I put it, kitsch?

JN: Murillo kitsch? Really? Last month I saw walls of Murillo at
the Louvre. In London there are about a dozen Murillos in the
Wallace Collection and around 15 drawings at the British Museum,
the Met in NYC has about 30 Murillos, and there are more Murillos
at the Prado in Madrid.

RI: OK OK... He is just not one of my favorite painters, to put it
mildly... and I often like a certain amount of kitsch, just to get the
record straight. Besides that I must admit you have a point. Do you
find subterranean ties between my self seduction, as you put it, and
my work?

JN: I think there is a connection between your body and your
work. You have a striking Spanish look about you and there is
the religious aspect. There is an option of assuming roles without
identifying with them. No venom intended. I respect your art,
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otherwise I would not be showing with you.

RI: Well my father's family are Sephardic Jews. That means his
ancestors were exiled from Spain some 500 years ago. The origin of
my surname is actually Spanish and my father still spoke Ladino
(a Jewish dialect of Spanish) at his parents' house.

JN: There is perhaps an internal flowing of impulses and
thoughts that percolate, and drain through porous networks of our
consciousness. It is not surprising that we are wary or at least
defensive against confessing our personal lives in this conversation.
Throughout our conversation, in the back of my head, I was
wondering whether a particular passage or a particular sentence
got us closer or more distanced from each other. As if getting closer
to the other, would bring us closer to our own truth. Someone once
wrote: "We approach another's life as narrative and another's facts
as objects. They are already made solid and external. We touch
another's surfaces as external". There were some exchanges between
us that were offending and offended moments. Did we feel invaded,
as if someone touched the surface and crimped or fingerprinted
our pristine shells? I suspect both these were subtexts of keeping
a distance from each other and from ourselves and wanting to get on
with it, to get closer.

RI: It's a bit funny that we are both (in our own ways) so sensitive
and easy to "lose our cool". Our exterior shells are somewhat
cynical and I think that at times both of us feel a bit too free to say
whatever is on our mind, presuming that people will understand
that it's in "good spirit". I also think that we are both self-critical
about our work and we tend to read in the other's comments a hint
of sarcasm or criticism that isn't always really there.

JN: We said earlier on, Reuven, that we will locate two "entry



points" Personal and Artistic. I think we went too quickly from
the personal to the professional, in multiple ways. So here are a few
words on my personal points of entry.

I come from a family with a legacy of art. My uncle Zvi Mairovich
represented Israel multiple times at the Venice and Sao Paulo
Biennales and participated in crucial moments in Israel's historic
art events. He was part of the "New Horizons" movement (Ofakim
Chadashim) in Israel; the first attempt at abstraction by Israelis. He
was charismatic, brilliant, passionate, he was the rock upon which
I built my art. He divulged to me the spectacle and mystery of art.
His death was an intolerable violence for me... I cannot bear the
thought of his silence.

My cousin, Dorit Mairovich, was a superb poetry critic and
personage in Hebrew literature. My uncle Shmiel in Poland was a
fabled wood carver of owls and my grandmother made and sold silk
roses. There is a superb novelist and academic in my family. So my
entry into the art field was almost unavoidable.

I studied in NYC, moved to Israel to live in Jerusalem immediately
after finishing University. I began my career in Israel in the 1960's.

RI: Sort of perverse for a young artist to leave New York and
migrate to Israel, nowadays it only happen the other way round...

JN: In fact I had to backtrack in my art practice. In New York the
collective sensibility had gone to post Cubist painting, and
sculpture was in the throes of early Reductivism (David and Tony
Smith, Noguchi, Alexander Calder). In Israel painting was mostly
French Lyricism but sculpture was following the English model.
It was the good fortune of Israeli sculpture that in the 60's a group
of young Israeli artists worked in London alongside of Anthony
Caro. In the Israeli desire for modernism in mid-20th Century they
turned to Paris. It was a mistake to draw on French abstraction,
fortunate to draw on English sculpture.
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RI: It's funny how Israeli culture chooses what to appropriate, usually
it will be influenced in different fields from different countries. It's
like taking only the number one sure hits. It also creates a constant
state of being one step behind the latest trends, the internet is closing
that gap nowadays... It sounds like you did not just move to another
country, but you also moved to another time.

JN: All this saturates my discourse, awareness of Doppelginger
cultural contexts and habitus. The ground under my feet was
fermenting at two different periods. Only after paying my dues to
Israeli "authenticity" for five years could I have takena step
forward. The early years were filled with great self-confidence
even arrogance. Intense conversations with Aroch, Mairovich.

RI: I think that the more the Israeli artists opened up to the
international scene, the more they stopped responding to their own
art history. I'm afraid we lost something as a culture by trying to
play with the big guys. At least during my time at Bezalel academy
hardly anyone talked about Aroch or Kadishman or even Neustein.

JN: Well that might be specific to art schools who are notorious
that way...

RI: It's true, it is a problem in art schools like Bezalel but in Israel
in general artist look more to the outside, to the international scene.
But let's get back to your experience, how did stepping backward
(as you put it), affect your work? How were you accepted by the
other artists and curators in Israel?

JN: Thirty years ago the situation was reversed. Israelis refused to
look outside, to the global discourse. In the 70's artists were
determined almost desperate to create a national art, without
knowing what Israeli meant. It emphasized provincial values. I had



an ongoing struggle with Regionalism. I refused to accept the
hierarchy of the art scene. There was such a consensus of who is
good and what is good. I often saw art issues betrayed for the sake
of the Zionist Enterprise. I made enemies, it cost me much credit
and anger. I am pleased to hear that artists now look outside the
borders... but it should not be at the price of ignoring the interior.
I taught at Bezalel and was head of the Art department for a brief
three months.

RI: Why only three months? What happened?

JN: I was invited to do a solo show at Mary Boone. I did not know
that in Israeli art only teachers bestow a legacy. I made a mistake
to leave that position. Much more happened; there were student
revolutions and rivalry between those that were part of the "old
establishment" population on one side and recent immigrants, and
Sfaradim on the other side.

RI: In a way it feels like there is only enough room in Israel for one
correct way of doing art at a time, the consensus about what is
that way changes with time but to do so It has to fend off all the
competition.

JN: The situation in the 70's and 80's in Israel was sad, destructive,
provincial, but your remark was in fact true.

RI: This is still true now, to some extent, but I think that your
generation suffered much more from this affliction. It's a bit sad to
see sometimes how after so many years artists still hold a grudge.
When you were young and taking your place in the art world artists
truly believed and fought for their beliefs. Today artist mainly fight
for self-promoting their careers, less for their beliefs.
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JN: What happened in the 80's in Israel - generally a transitional
period in art - was most astonishing. Colleagues of mine who were
seemingly committed to primary structures, exploratory methods,
political, conceptual style suddenly changed directions and not only
changed but repudiated their previous positions. Cohen Gan,
Gershuni, Kadishman, had been colleagues and, what I innocently
thought, comrades in arms. Then seemingly overnight they folded
their tents and joined the "opposition".

When I say opposition I don't mean they became enemies, not at
all, conversation became more polite than before and we stayed
friends. But their art issues did not interest me. This happened
when an expressionist trend swept the art world, sometimes called
Neue Wilde (Germany) Transavantgarde in Italy; and in USA new
artists and provocateurs where painting figurative Expressionism;
branding and chasing celebrity. They ushered in the blockbusters,
and in their footsteps followed Mall Galleries. One heard the new
reactionaries often invoking Rembrandt and Soutine. Having said
that, I must tell you that there was still much innocence and creative
energies in Israel, a wonderful atmosphere to make art.

RI: Israel still has a wonderful atmosphere, maybe more than ever.
We are talking about the Israeli art scene but it's actually more
correct to call it the Tel Aviv art scene, even that there are artists
working from other parts of Israel. Tel Aviv is the center of the
scene... Tel Aviv is a secular, easy going, self indulgent and fun place
in the middle of a conservative and politically chaotic country. It's a
very happening place and people are very much in contact with
what's going on in Berlin, London, New York and other cultural
centers. Artist in New York are less concerned with what's happening
in London or Brussels, there are enough things (if not too much)
going on around town.

JN: Yes, I love Tel Aviv and I feel energized when I am there. I love



the coffee shops and "Tolaat Sfarim". In many ways Tel Avivies are
more informed than New Yorkers, you are right. Also many of
their colleagues live and study in other art centers.

The primary difference between all these legitimate 80's movements
in the West is that the new spirit was created by a new generation
that went wild, made distorted figuration. Whereas in Israel the old
generation adopted the new fashion. Old faces new places.

RI: Although there were younger Israeli artists that were part of
this tendency, that you recognized, as part of "their times" in a
genuine way, artists such as Jacob Mishori and Yitzhak Livneh.
Come to think, of it they came from outside of the Israeli art
schools, Mishori was an autodidact outsider and Livneh studied
in New York.

JN: Keep in mind, what I observe here is looking backwards over
my shoulder. At the time in the 60's 70's 80's I was not that aware
of the dynamics between myself and my surroundings... and what
was fermenting.

RI: I understand that you didn't return to Israel after the show.

JN: After the solo show with Mary Boone in 1979 I spent the first
time in my professional life 3-4 years in New York. I met artists
and writers from October Magazine and the brilliant Robert
Pincus Witten. In the 1990's a productive relationship developed
with Wendy Shafir who was then a dealer and curator. She was in
concentrated dialogue with my work... a presence in my studio and
throughout my Installation exhibitions, catalyzing the "Five Ash
Cities" and the "Blind Library" Installation at Beit Ariela. Eventually
she moved to making art herself. Actually she made art even during
her curatorial era. There was a co-dependency, she was so creative
we were co-producing each other and that generated territorial
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struggles. In 1995 I represented Israel in the Venice Biennale and
Gideon Ofrat was the curator. His invitation created a renaissance
in my studio, it energized me. I explored ideas of Vampirism... The
Vampire in the Archive (good title for a show).

RI: I like your title "The Vampire in the Archive", the idea that
there are Vampiric books that promise to the reader eternal life or
perhaps resurrection. The title "Blind Library" reverses or inverts
our systemic approach to books. We exercise our sight upon them.
We use them as something to look into. The reverse concept in the
title proposes that we don't have that right on them anymore. The
books are blind to us. We are inaccessible to them. In the actual
installation as well, there was no access to the literal information.
The library itself was both blind and blinding. The project was
archeological because it recycled the Venetian Project materials,
and because it confronted the viewer with an inaccessible sign
system, Braille as hieroglyphics.

JN: No it was not archeology because it is reinserted. The recycled
materials return back into art currency. Archeology is about turgid
objects that are just found and archived. Recycling is about moving
images that disrupt a linear history and inserts maintenance as art.
In my work the recycling is a form of tracing, erasing multiplying,
resisting, adaption. As you minimize objects you enlarge ideological
space. "Polish Forests" are a convenient example that lives this
rather than speaks of it.

RI: The Blind Library was a gigantic installation that covered
the front of the Beit Ariela building and much of the plaza in front
of the Tel Aviv Museum. Frameworks of scaffolding with glass
sheets, leaning on the beams. On the glass were texts in Braille. In
Venice there were visually readable book titles, that you declared
as vampiric, adhered to the sheets, and here the text from a poem



was in Braille. Interesting a library that is not only blind but for the
blind. But the blind did not see the installation, nor have access to
the Braille text which was inside the scaffolding maze.

JN: "The Possessed Library", the Venice Biennale installation in the
Giardini also had a big open plaza in front. The Beit Ariela plaza
is shared with the Tel Aviv Museum. So the territorial issues
were already embedded. I was very aware of the surroundings,
the neighboring institutions close to the "Blind Library". On one
adjacent side is the Museum, opposite the library is the Supreme
Court and to the other side is a boulevard that separates the library
plaza from the National Military Headquarters ("HaKirya"), and
behind Beit Ariela is the opera building. The images in the "Blind
Library" catalog showed these views as relevant and politicized
the Installation. The scaffolding in Venice was vertical, whereas in
the re-enactment in Tel Aviv, the scaffolding was vertical in front
of the library building and on the plaza ground it was an equal
sized horizontal scaffolding (It was not really a re-enactment but a
recycling of materials in another context).

RI: The Installation was based on a poem. What was the poem?
How was it political?

JN: The poem, by one of my beloved poets William Butler Yeats,
"Under Ben Bulben" (a fascist poem). The title of the installation is
taken from lines in the poem: "Know when all words are said/and
a man is fighting mad/something drops from eyes long blind/he
completes his partial mind."

In 1938 when the poem was written Yeats was an old man urging
the Irish youth to support Nazi Germany and fight the British.
"What does it matter if you die in bed or a bullet hits your head".
In "Under Ben Bulben" he pronounces his legacy. He also called
Modernist artists "base born products of base beds" (illegitimate
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offsprings), he urged the young to go fight wars and die. Yeats had
fabulous poetry and fucked up politics. I asked for a text on Yeats
from my friend Dan Miron, who wrote a superb analysis of
Yeats' lifework, and I asked for a translation of the poem from
Zali Gurevich, who made a terrific translation. There was a
misunderstanding about the printing of the poem in the catalog.
Can one see an idea before it is made into an object? And does it
resemble the idea and does the object resemble itself in another time
and place?

RI: The paradox fundamental to the "Blind Library" was the
contradiction between the spectacular and the obstruction of the
visual. This contradiction goes well with the Israeli, perhaps Jewish,
ambivalence to the visual in art. To invest so much volume and
material on information that is not readable, that the viewable is
mostly transparent and reflective. Your orchestration of the library
entered also at the right moment in regard to the postmodern
discourse, a brief against truth in absolutism, and the desire to
expose power lines and those that determine the collective story,
the call for transparency in institutions and governments.

JN: Both the poem and the project in Tel Aviv were very specific
politically. Blind Library opens up spaces of power as well as
chronicles of art. It invests the entire space it opens. It does not
describe it. The intention of the Blind Library is to unwind the
meandering of its object (reference) there is a paradigm difference
between the two libraries. In Venice I was representing Israel, in
Beit Ariela I was theorizing Jews. You know the expression "me and
my cousin against the world me and my brother against my cousin?"
If indeed there is a legacy of the anti-visually, even if in the breach,
your aesthetic is physical and visual. You don't seem to me very
Israeli. How do you connect to Israeliness?



RI: I grew up in Jerusalem (and stayed put there for 26 years). My
mother immigrated to Israel from South Africa in 1960 for Zionist
and religious reasons. My father was a beatnik writer that grew up
in Rhodesia (nowadays Zimbabwe). He spent most of the sixties
traveling around Europe and the U.S. writing (as he put it) "notes
toward novels". He got stuck in Israel while visiting his aunt in the
early seventies with no money to continue traveling.

I grew up speaking English at home and Hebrew outside. Most of
my cultural references were Anglo-Saxon, I always felt a certain
distance from Israeli culture although I am very much Israeli.

JN: In what way are you "very much Israeli"? What does it mean to
be Israeli? I genuinely ask that, not as a trap or as provocation.

RI: Body language, the tone when I talk, being straight forward,
lacking etiquette...

You asked Nicola Trezzi, your friend, what does an Israeli mean to
him? I liked his answer. He said that Israelis are the only Caucasian
group that are extremely diverse in the physical look but you can
recognize them immediately, without knowing what is it that
makes them look Israeli. He said that the state of Israel, unlike any
other state, was born out of a concept and that makes Israelis Israeli
by concept, and that concept is transmitted outward.

JN: The stereotype that comes to my mind is people in a hurry,
social, outgoing, friendly and aggressive at the same time, world
travelers, technologically savvy. They know better and express their
opinions with much insistence. You are not in a hurry...

RI: The household was Modern Jewish Orthodox - for the sake of
my mother. Until the age of 16 I attended religious schools, at the
end I was kicked out from "Hartman" high school yeshiva and
moved to a more secular school.
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My father was never a practicing Jew although he did regard
himself a believing Jew. He had a deep curiosity to other religions
as well, I remember going with him on weekends to monasteries
while he was doing research for a guide book he was writing to
monasteries in the Holy land.

My parents' apartment was small and stacked with books from
floor to ceiling. The amount of books grew in such a rate that every
piece of furniture turned eventually into an improvised bookshelf,
the coffee table, desks, chairs, etc., where all covered with stacks
and stacks of books. Much of my interest in art evolved from
looking at art books.

JN: Maybe that's better than art school? Art school has a lot of
blind alleys.

RI: I showed a penchant for drawing and later on, painting. When
I studied at Bezalel I gradually shifted to sculpture. There were some
very good sculpture professors at that time, artists like Yehudit
Sasportas, Zvi Goldstein and Nahum Tevet - that a whole generation
of Israeli sculptors are indebted to.

At that time (at the beginning of the 2000s) the hottest thing was
installation art, that dominated both the Israeli art scene and the
corridors of the art department. I was interested in singular objects
and in many ways I still am.

JN: I just came across the Tel Aviv Museum of Art blurb to your
show: "Reuven Israel's sculptures seem at first cold, closed and
enigmatic, reminiscent of minimalist sculpture, but their seductive
radiant color refers to Pop art. His works derive basic forms
from holy sites, combined with pseudo-scientific elements, thus
transferring the sculptures from our charged, conflict-ridden
region into a fantastic, magical dream world". Do you stand behind
these associations: Pop, Minimal, Sacerdotal?



RI: In a way, I guess I do see myself coming from a Minimal
background, that has a strong local Israeli tradition. In part
because of artists like you that studied or spent some time in New
York and London, then operated in Israel.

There are also Pop art influences, mainly in the colors of my work
and their humor. In a way I am more influenced by Artschwager
than Judd. A dominant teacher at my time in Bezalel was Jacob
Mishori who is a strong advocate of Pop art and the L.A. scene.

I think I have recently made my first true Pop art piece, in a work
titled "C.C.C." I transformed a children's paper decoration for the
holiday of "Sukkot" to a metal sculptural chain and hung it as if
it were an architectural Neo Classical garland on the facade of
Braverman Gallery in Tel Aviv.

About the sacerdotal aspect of my work, I do look a lot at religious
artifacts and architecture for inspiration.

JN: Your work is located between fluid abstraction, potential
design, and Pop colors, but it interrogates Relational Aesthetics -
even if by opposition. How do the sacred and the Pop work
together? Do you flatten out the religious content? Do you make
cynical statements on religious objects? Yes there is a Pop element
but not the classic Pop.

RI: You need to understand that my sculptures aren't meant to
reflect religion in a direct manner or to mock faith, I am also
neither a Minimal or Pop (or Post/Neo Minimal/Pop) artist and I
use elements from these and other different sources without seeing
myself obliged to be faithful to their entire approach. Me, I am a bit
like a scavenger, the work - more like mongrels.

JN: "As painting is to sculpture” in the book called "Changing" by
Lucy Lippard written about 40 years ago, she says: "A Changing
Ratio: In this time sculpture and making images on flat surfaces
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seem to be cut loose from the conventional boundaries or definitions."

RI: Yes, I can definitely relate to that, who was she really referring
too?

JN: She was referring to Alberto Giacometti, Eva Hesse, Yayoi
Kusama, Lucas Samaras, Sonnier. She writes: "By creating fusion
works or working several genres we have been confronted by
domineering pressures and presences of pure practices that weigh
down, impinge, lean heavily on the hybrids..."

RI: Hybrids, there's that word again... I prefer mongrels. Hybrids
are less independent, they have parts that look like one thing
attached to parts that look like another. With mongrels it's all
mixed up together to create a new, unique thing.

JN: During our initial test run conversations you objected to my
pace and said "I understand what you are trying to do with your
automatic writing, I'm not like that! I believe in editing and re-
editing until something meaningful comes out." Hmmm you think
I indulge in automatic writing? Indulge is my word here, you said
"you do automatic writing" I then wondered what did you mean
by that term? I understood automatic writing from art history as
stream of consciousness, or subconscious scribbling as Surrealism
or Abstract Expressionism was characterized. Artists like Max
Ernst, Mathieu, Yves Tangui, Henry Michaux (ink calligraphy,
oriental influence) used "automatic writing" I noticed, you said
later that you find yourself swimming in what you perceive as my
chaotic thinking... Hahaha or as they say in Hebrew cha cha cha.
Is that what you meant by automatic writing??? I guess it's a
conversation inside of a conversation...

RI: I didn't mean it literally. I will try to explain the context of my



remark. We started having this conversation through emailing back
and forth to each-other. At some point I felt like we were two forces
pulling in opposite directions. I was trying to tidy up the text and
make it coherent, you were messing it up. Inserting sentences that
I wrote to you outside of the conversation, mixing up Hebrew and
English, sending back old versions of the text that where without
my answers. | felt like a housewife that was cleaning the house
while a child is running around her with muddy boots. You were
acting like you often do with your works, keeping all the leftovers,
accidents and side effects and attaching them to the conversation.

JN: You are right, right on target. I don't know if this connects to
my sense of anxiety or to a Talmudic thread. Trains of thought go
over many bridges.

RI: Maybe it is just different reactions to anxiety, my need to edit
and polish everything and yours to put everything in.

JN: As I mulled over your pronouncement on my form of
communication I thought: well is it the distance in our ages? The
difference in our cultures? Does a younger artist feel a greater
ownership of the Zeitgeist? Probably and rightfully so.

RI: Joshua I honestly forget that you are an older guy, you don't act,
talk, think, live or make art like an old guy. If anything I need to
remind myself at times that you are twice my age. But that's only
when you get grumpy and hard to deal with.

Art ceases to be contemporary when we don't understand any
more the cultural context with which it was created.

JN: Who owns more of the now? I say this without prejudice of
Narcissism, Ageism or Centrism, without hardened perspective.
Of course each person sees the world as if it flows from the point
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between their own eyes...

I must have told you the story, years ago when I was 27 and spoke
to two artists that were outraged by my drawing of one horizontal
line. I explained it's one line that dives into the paper and comes
out on the other side. One line on two sides of the paper. They
interrogated me in front of that drawing... They said "nonsense that
is not a drawing (shtuyot ze lo rishum)." I said to myself "Joshua,
remember this moment, remember how old artists look at young
artists... and they don't realize that the young artists are the true
spokesmen of the time".

RI: There is a great difference between our situations. You were
still part of the 20th century which was greatly concerned with
investigating the boundaries of art and breaking the borders
between art and real life. Every time a new frontier was explored
the previous generation had a hard time accepting it. I think that
in our time most boundaries are long gone and everything is fair
play. Even shock itself became a cliché strategy. Shock is hardly
shocking anymore.

JN: What you mean to say is "You can't scare a whore with a dick".
It was not about shocking but about exploring and making art that
you mean and is specific to your own vision. Regardless of what
art is supposed to look like. In fact if it looks like art, it's already
being done There are many young artists much younger than you
that push the envelope of the unexpected.

RI: Even a garbage strewn on the gallery floor relates to what was
done in the past. Most artists are looking to art as a vocabulary
through which to say something rather than trying to create a
new language. Mind you, computer art and what was called new
media are perhaps a new language, explored today. I'm not just
saying it because it is a relatively new tool, and that its full range of



possibilities is yet to be explored.

JN: Since I am not talking only as an elder person but as a veteran
artist, this image celebrates both the humility and pride as a veteran.
The image flirts with me. In each era we re-read the inheritance of
art, we re-configure what we have seen and read and heard.

RI: Yes that's true, we do look at past art through contemporary
eyes and mind set. What I was trying to say is that when these eyes
look at things that were done in previous times, if the way they read
them or understand these things is already very different from how
they were read or understood at the time they were created, then
that thing is no longer part of contemporary discourse.

Do you think that words are more important to you because you
have your legacy as an artist to take care of?

JN: Yes I do think words are important to me and to my art. I bury
my art in theories. But it's not to garden my legacy. There are
other more pressing concerns i.e. to contribute an art terminology
generally into the Hebrew language.

RI: That does sound like an important cause. I'm not concerned
with that or of being misunderstood and less sure that I'll have a
legacy to leave behind me.

JN: So, where do you locate yourself: Altermodern? a portmanteau
defined by Nicolas Bourriaud, is an attempt at contextualizing art
made in today's global context as a reaction against standardization
and commercialism.

RI: Jacques Ranciére doesn't see modernism and postmodernism
as two different movements but rather as two sides of the same
coin, if so then altermodernism is still the same currency as its
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predecessors.

In a way we are still playing in the playground our fathers played
in, maybe not enough has really changed, its just the same things
extremely accelerated.

JN: Bourriaud invented that name for the Tate Britain Triennial.
He said (if to quote Wikipedia): "Artists are looking for a new
modernity that would be based on translation. What matters today
is to translate the cultural values of cultural groups and to connect
them to the world network." That fits into my agenda like a hand to
a glove - except it's nearly impossible to accomplish since context
has elements of cross references that are locked into a network
and everyone elbows each other. It is this network that Joselit is
talking about.

RI: Well I'm not sure I agree with that, although I must confess that
I didn't read the text you are referring to. By translating cultural
values into esthetic values culture does become portable and can be
moved around from one location to another. The problem is that
on the way it loses a lot of its original subtleties, cultural historical
relations and basically most of its context. But then it's also like an
empty vessel that new meaning and content can be poured into. I
think that my work relates in a way to that...

JN: There is a possibility that artists transgress the scourge of age,
fashion and timeliness. We dedicate our devotions to art issues that
translate into discourse. Some art issues age better than people.
Then there is my sly conceit that some artists age better than others.
But here the greater conceit is that spanning ideas, listening to the
other, produces language, and language tells us who we are.
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